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real forces which dissolved the economic fabric of mediaeval
serfdom.
The abolition of villeinage as a tenure prepared the way survival oj
for its abolition as a status. When servile labour ceased ]
to be the basis of the manorial system, the legal aspect of
serfdom lost in a large measure its practical importance.
Technically the serf obtained emancipation only by formal
manumission, but the fundamental cause of the disappear-
ance of bondage was not legal but economic. Emancipation
from labour service brought in its wake legal security and
an improved status, and commutation by destroying the
economic foundations of villeinage became a powerful lever
in the enfranchisement of the English peasantry. It trans-
formed the relations between the lord and his tenants,
substituted contract for custom, and merged the villein
into the freeman. The distinctive marks of bondage were
obliterated as the result of a gradual economic revolution
which turned labour dues into money rents. It would be
a mistake, however, to assume that the break-up of manorial
husbandry and the commutation of personal service straight-
way conferred rights of freedom upon the serf; legally his
status remained unchanged. Personal serfdom survived
the decay of economic serfdom, and was not destroyed either
by the Black Death or the Peasants' Revolt. Nevertheless
bondage gradually disappeared and ceased to be numbered,
both in name and in fact, among the social institutions of
England. In the first place, the disorder produced by the
great plague favoured the assertion of freedom, and the
flight of the villeins at this period, and subsequently, dispersed
a large part of the manorial population1. In this way
there was to all appearances a substantial decrease in the
number of bondmen during the fourteenth century. In the
second place, the dissolution of the manorial system relaxed
the lord's grasp on his subjects, afforded them immunity
from control, and so enlarged the avenues of escape. Hence-
forth, even in the absence of legal forms, it was rendered
comparatively easy to throw off the shackles of bondage
1 Supra, p. 109.
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